Author's Reply Dr. Widmer's letter raises two important issues. The first relates to whether or not a skin venipuncture site can be sterilized. Whereas one should consider the act of obtaining blood for culture a procedure done using a sterile technique, I agree that it is not possible to sterilize the skin completely for the reasons stated above. Accordingly, as pointed out in my review (3), we can strive to minimize contaminated blood cultures but we will never achieve contamination rates of 0 (2).
The second issue raised by Widmer is more problematic. As stated in the review (3), use of the two-needle technique rather than the single-needle method to obtain and inoculate blood cultures can reduce contamination rates by approximately 1.5% (1). However, this benefit must be balanced against the small but finite risk of a needle stick injury that occurs with each manipulation of these devices, as well as the secondary risk of infection caused by blood-borne pathogens, such as human immunodeficiency virus and hepatitis C virus. The current recommendations for blood culturing place greater emphasis on reducing the risk of a needle stick injury to a health care worker than on a small reduction in the rate of blood culture contamination, thus the recommendation for use of the single-needle rather than the two-needle method for obtaining and inoculating blood culture vials.
